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SOCIOLOGY : ITS SUCCESSES AND ITS FAILURES.^

FROM very early early ages men have been interested in social
problems, questions of government and economics, of the relations
between different classes in the same communities, or between
communities organised in different ways. But the existence and
recognition of such problems did not necessarily involve their solu-
tion, or the possibility of their scientific treatment, any more than
the strong interest of mankind in the maintenance of health and the
cure of disease led in early times to biology or to the application
of science to the medical art. For the study of the more complex
sciences there is needed both the development of the scientific
spirit and the establishment of those scientific laws in the simpler'
sciences on which the more complex rest.

The enquiring mind of ancient Greece showed no lack of
interest in social studies, but was Confined here, as in other sub-
jects, to their statical aspects. The historical developnient of
Greek civilisation was too short, the contact between th^Tree city-
states of Hellas and Eastern despotism too destitut\^of inter-
mediate stages to allow of the formulation of laws of sochjj evolu-
tion, even if there had been the necessary foundation in the simpler
sciences and the necessary apparatus of scientific method. But
when some three hundred years ago the Western mind—long
occupied in other ways—resumed its scientific advance, it did so
under circumstances much more promising. Very early in the
17th century, Francis Bacon put forward the conception of a
ladder of sciences, a ladder of which the highest rungs would be
politics and ethics, while at the same time he proclaimed the
virtues of the inductive method, which, altHbugh he gave it too
exclusive a predominance, yet remains the chief instrument in
those more complex sciences to which the htiman intellect was
now advancing. Bacon, indeed, was rather an inspirer of others
than a discoverer for himself, but with Hobbes we come to the
first systematic Sociologist, though he worked out little but the
theory of the State as he conceived it. His conception, born of
the circumstances of the time, has failed to gain acceptance iri
the modern world, in all its aspects; but like all work carried out
in a scientific spirit, evtn in its errors, it has led the way to truth;
there remains the fertile idea of society as an organism. In the
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next generation Vico took the capital step of recognising that a
new science was necessary, and that tlie course which social
development would take in tlie future can only be discovered from
a study of its past. His theory of circular motion has long been
discredited, but his " Ideal History," the following of the course
of progress through the leading nations of Humanity, who pass
the torch from one to another, foreshadowed as Bossuet saw in
the Theological symbol of a chosen people, has become one of
the great simplilications of historical sociology. After Vico,
sociological enquiry passed to France, then in the full tide of the
great movement of emancipation, to the closely allied school in
Scotland, and in a lesser degree to Germany, still largely under
French influence. Montesquieu posed, thougli he could not
solve, the problem of the effect of the material environment on
social structure and development, Hume and Adam Smith brought
to bear their special studies concerning the human mind and
human industry, Turgot gave the first sketch of Man's intellectual
development from the personal and subjective to the scientific and
objective interpretation of phenomena, a theory which became
famous as the Law of the Three States when it had been made
fully definite, supported on a classification of the sciences and
applied to history by Auguste Comte—a Law much criticised in
its nomenclature, in the charticterisation of its intermediate term,
and in its applicability to the early stages of primitive Man, but
which is verified every day by the continuous passage of new
fields into the domain of science. Condorcet, following on
Herder, attempted to unfold the succession of the ages, in the
midst of a revolution of which he was the ardent supporter.
Immanuel Kant saw the historic development as a necessary
result of human capacities, so that when the play of the Human
Will " is examined on the great scale of universal history, a
regular march will be discovered in its movements, and that, in
this way, what appears to be tangled and unregulated in the case
of individuals, will be recognised in the history of the whole
species as a continually advancing, though slow, development of
its original capacities and endowments." Finally, Henri Saint-
Simon, taking up the work after the disillusion that followed the
failure of the Revolution, turned from the destructive criticism of
the past that had so marred the work of his great predecessor,
Condorcet, and looked forward to a new construction founded on
science.

In reality, however, investigations undertaken solely with
immediate practical ends are hardly more favourable to the build-
ing up of abstract science when the purpose is construction, than
when it is destruction. Kepler in astronomy, Galileo in mechanics,
were not thinking of particular improvements in navigation or
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machinery, still less did they limit and control their work by
reference to those practical needs. Darwin took many of his
illustrations from the practice of stockbreeders, but his great dis-
covery was no outcome of a crusade to improve the breed of
cattle. The three great Sociologists of the nineteenth century,
Comte, Spencer, and Le Play, though they were all deeply
interested in the human future, and valued social studies chiefly
as a basis for the wise ordering of social life, desiring in Comte's
words, to know, in order to foresee, and so provide, yet recognised
that for the first purpose, discovering laws of social structure and
progress, a disinterested study of all relevant facts was necessary—
a study similar in spirit to that of the great physicists, chemists
and biologists. Possible applications of social sequences would
not help in their discovery, however useful they might be when
once discovered to direct and control social action.

In a general view, the three great Sociologists are compli-
mentary rather than antagonistic. Comte sought in history in the
historic development of man as seen in the great transition from
theocracy to the modern world, the immediate and most influential
of the antecedents of our civilisation. At the other extreme
Spencer, supplementing Comte, studied the effects of the general
environment on the structure of society, and more especially of
the most general laws affecting every province of nature. Finally,
Le Play supplied the intermediate term—the successful investiga-
tion of the mean usually requiring the previous elucidation of the
extremes—in showing that for the more primitive forms and the
beginnings of civilisation, and still indeed influencing the present,
the determining element was the prevailing form of industry.
Indeed, the work of Le Play in sociology bears a curious analogy
to that of his contemporary, Darwin, in biology. Just as Darwin
showed that a powerful agent in biological evolution was the
effect of the environment, not exercised directly, but through the
survival and reproduction of the forms most in harmony with it,
so Le Play, solving the problem that had baffled Montesquieu,
showed that the immediate physical environment of men affected
the structure of society, not directly, but through the forms of
industry which it imposed. To Comte sociology owes its name,
its recognition as a separate science, and the definition of its rela-
tion with the other sciences, the order of Man's historic filiation,
the general classification of the social elements. Spencer,
in addition to his special work, the recognition, it may be said the
ex^geration, of the effect of general laws common to all the
sciences, on the particular science of sociology, made valuable
studies on the institutions of primitive peoples. Comte endowiMi
the science with its peculiar method, historic filiation, the true
nature of which is rather concealed than elucidated in the nomen-
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clature preferred by John Stuart Mill. Inverse deduction, as
Mill called it, is not a variant of deduction in its ordinary form,
but a specially rigid form of induction suited to the complexity
of the subject. The induction from a study of history is con-
trolled by a comparison with the course historical development
might have been expected to follow, given the constitution of
human nature. Unless the two lines of studies give coincident
results, further investigation is necessary. Sociology is an in-
ductive science, with an additional control, and it is perhaps owing
to the absence of this control that Buckle, in spite of his great
powers of induction, in his generalisations often came wide of
the mark. Le Play added the subsidiary facilities of the mono-
graph and the survey.

Supplementary in the outcome of their labours, the three were
curiously different in temperament and origin, and these differ-
ences had their effect on their work. Comte was a child of the
revolution, the special product of the city, the successor of a long
line of great thinkers, and with social progress as his aim;
Le Play sprung from the reaction, was the great interpreter
of the part in civilisation of inarticulate labour, especially the
peasant's, and aimed at social peace. Comte was predominantly
social and altruist. Spencer, in the country of the industrial revolu-
tion, independent and individualist, yet in method and doctrine,
in the ordering of what was already known, and in the additions
they made to human knowledge, they built up a sociology which
with all its diversities was at bottom coincident or supplementary.
Even in those doctrines most immediately related to practice there ,
is a curious agreement. To take one instance, they all three
treated the family as fundamental, a natural and for all people
past the most primitive stage, a necessary organ of society*< They
none of them made the great discovery of our time that the faniily
was an outworn and retrograde institution, whose place in the
future was to be taken by a public department, an institution or a
committee, the ideal mother being a bureaucrat assisted by a
committed of persons untrammelled by family ties.

This very brief account of the history of sociology, reduced
of necessity to a bare and uninteresting catalogue, may neverthe-
less be sufficient to show that considerable success has been
obtained in building up an ordered knowledge of social structure
and developnient, especially if we consider that sociology had to
await the growth of the simpler sciences on which it rests. Never.-
•theless, it must be admitted that its present state has, reasonably
or unreasonably, giveri rise to much disappointment. Complaint
is made that it gives us no adequate foreknowledge, and therefore
no guidance in action, that there is no agreement among sociolo-
gists as to general principles, and that such'laws as have been
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formulated are inapplicable to concrete cases. From one stand-
point it has no relevance to the actual social world, from another,
it is a mere collection of odds and ends, empirical rules, uncon-
nected suggestions, unworthy of the name of science, according
as the view of the social reformer or the sociological student is
adopted. Without challenging these pessimistic opinions, •̂ I pro-
pose to consider what are the causes that have hitherto retarded
the progress of sociology, either generally throughout the scientific
world, or under the special circumstances of these islands. These
difficulties may be ranged under six heads:—

(1) The complexity of the science.
(2) The abuse of specialism.
(3) Materialism.
(4) The failure to distinguish between science and its practical

applications.
(5) The close connection of the subject matter with human

interests and ambitions, feelings and prejudices; and-
(6) In great part as a result of this, the neglect of what has

been already done, the resolve to start anew from the
beginning.

Some of these difficulties are inherent in varying degrees in all
sciences, some are specially characteristic of sociology; some are
due to the folly of sociologists, some to the general infirmity of
human nature. I will take each of the six in turn.

(i) Complexity. It is agreed that biology which deals with
'living beings is more complex than tlie sciences which deal with
the material world. How much more complex then must be the
science which deals with societies, the atoms of which are them-
selves living beings of a highly complex race of animals. You
have the new social complexity super-imposed on the complexity
of animal organisation. But this, though it renders the discovery
of sociological laws more difficult, does not alter the nature of the
difficulty. Some have alleged that there is a difference between
these laws and those of other sciences, that in sociology there are
only " tendencies." This is really so in every science. Let us
take the law of gravitation as applied to bodies near the earth's
surface. The law says that if I drop a book from a certain height
above the floor, it will reach the ground in a given time, but if a
table is in between, it will not reach the ground in that or any other
time. There will only be a tendency to reach the ground. The
result is affected not only by the attraction of the earth, but by
the impenetrability of matter and the relative strength of book
and table. The only difference is ihat in sociology the number of
conflicting forces to be taken into account Is much larger. Let
us ilow take an example from sociology. Practically all sociolo-
gists have agreed that the world is gradually passing from War
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to peace; yet because wars still occur, this is denied even by those
who never think of denying the law of gravitation, because the
table intercepts the falling book. If mankind had existed only on
one small island, all subject to the same conditions, progress would
have been very slow, but it would have been uniform. In the
world as it is we have waste countries and backward races, nay,
within the bounds of civilisation itself, border peoples that have
remained warlike when the more protected, left to themselves,
were becoming peaceful. You have old historic and new material
causes of quarrel. In such cases, you may have many revivals
of war before war ceases. You may even have wars on a greater
scale than ever before, since you will have greater resources than
ever before. But if you see those who were once the great dis-
turbers becoming the champions of peace, if you mark the ideals
of the most advanced peoples, if you note the relative share of
military and civil chiefs in civil governments and the relative
importance of war and industry, if you find war becoming more
and more an abnormal state and peace the normal, if you watch
the growing impatience at the threat of war, you may recognise
solid grounds for the optimism of the great sociologists.

If the complexity of sociology was the only cause of the back-
ward state of the science, the outlook would indeed be dismal,
since the complexity is inherent in the subject; we should have
no hope save by recalling that something has already been done
in this science, and that in other sciences difficulties that seemed
insurmountable have in the end yielded to the pertinacity of man.
But there are other difficulties which are due to our own errors,
and which, if corrected, may render our attack on the primary
difficulty more hopeful of success.

(2) Undue Specialisation. This is common to all sciences.
Specialisation is the natural reply to the widening field. It cannot
be avoided. But in the organic sciences, where every whole is
made up of closely dependent parts, specialisation is the more
beset with dangers. Evea the specialist should have a wide out-
look, though he may only use it to enlighten his own section.
Above all, it is necessary that all special studies should be com-
pared and brought into relation with the science as a whole. Yet
there is a ground of hope, since another organic science, biology,
has made good progress in spite of the specialism of the age.

(3) Materialism. I use the word in the sense given it by
Comte—at once wider and more definite than the ordinary meaning
—viz., the attempt to treat a more complex science as a province
of a simpler one, already more fully developed, or at least to use
only the methods of the earlier science. Like undue specialisation,
it is a danger found elsewhere than in sociology, but it is specially
notorious in the relations of that science with biology. The
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temptation is certainly great. Tlie sociologist finds the biologist
occupied, like himself, with the study of organisms, and biology
everywhere accepted as a science with a long series of triumphs
to its credit. In comparison how jejune seem the discoveries of
sociology, how wanting in scientific status and general agreement.
Nevertheless the attempt must fail. In social statics there is too
great a difference between animal and social organisms, in social
dynamics there is the cardinal fact of historic filiation. A new
method, a separate science is necessary. So obvious does this be-
come when the central problems of sociology are attacked that
those who most favour biologic methods or most envy the status
and successes of the elder science, are inclined specially to cultivate
those border provinces in which both sciences seem to be con-
cerned.. It was with amazement that in the early days of this
society I saw the attention given to eugenics, a practical application
of genetics, a department of biology—an attention which now
appears somewhat ludicrous in view of the fact that the supposed
scientific foundation—owing to the neglect of Mendl's studies in
heredity—then hardly existed.

(4) The failure to distinguish between science and its practical
applications. In the history of modern thought, we find investi-
gators building up a great structure of abstract science, not per-
haps without hope of its subsequent utility or even of its applica-
tion to particular problems they deemed important, but with a
clear recognition of the difference between establishing scientific
laws and applying them to the conduct of life. Indeed once a
body of scientific students is formed, the stimulus of practical
needs becomes secondary to the continuation of previous labours.
Science advances from certain growing points; and the main con-
dition of the advance in one generation is the work of the genera-
tion that has gone before it. The mere urgency of a problem is
no guarantee that it will be solved or even attempted. Health
is more important and more universjilly desired than mechanical
power, but it had to wait much longer. In social studies, how-
ever, the student often approaches his subject—not with the hope
that the discovery of sociological laws will give a basis to social
action, but in order that he may directly solve some practical prob-
lem. The result is that any unity or any real advance in build-
ing up a science of society becomes impossible, and the treatment
of miscellaneous questions absorbingly occupies the attention.
The student thinks he is applying science to practice; he is in fact
pretending or vainly imagining that he is applying a science
.which does not really exist. It is bad for science and bad for
practice. No small part of most current doctrines of social reform
and political revolution have arisen in this empirical fashion. The
development of socialist doctrine affords some conspicuous instances.
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And the confusion between socialism and sociology in the minds
often even of educated people has retarded the advancement of
sociology in our own times.

(5) The dejlections caused hy ivicrcsts. This is a danger to
which sociology is particularly exposed; for it deals with matters
very close to human feelings, prejudices, ambitions. It was
pointed out by old Hobbes at the first rise of the science. To
summarise his words in tiie Leviathan, Theories of the develop-
ment of a commonwealth are likely to be accepted or rejected as
they favour or oppose the interests of powerful classes or the plans
of powerful factions; and not only will such considerations lead
to the acceptance of the false and the rejection of the true, but
even when a true theory is received, it is liable to be s<.) twisted
in its application as to lose all likeness to its original forpi. In
the earlier sciences, in matliematics for instance, it is seldom that
the truth confiicts with any one's immediate interest, and the
demonstration is so certain, that it can be to no one's permanent
interest to set himself against it; "for doubt not but if it had
been a thing contrary to any man's dominion that the three
angles of a triangle should be equal to the two angles of a square;
that doctrine should have been, if not disputed, yet by the burning
of all books of geometry, suppressed as far as he whom it con-
cerned was able." On the other hand, " such truth as opposeth
no man's profit or pleasure, is to all men welcome." It may be
added that in his efforts after civic peace Hobbes himself is the
best illustration and the most significant warning of the dangers
which beset the study; and also that truth may be as much pre-
vented by the sophistries of stubborn and opinionated social
feeling as by the high-handed action of ambition and power.

(6) The neglect of work already accomplished. It is partly at
least as a result of the preceding, of the desire of so many investi-
gators to discover not what is true, but what is useful to support
their plans, that sociology suffers from this peculiar feature, that
every one proposes to start a new sociology of his own. In other
sciences, the work already accomplished is taken as the Starting
point—not indeed as something absolute and unalterable, but as
the foundation for new discoveries, which in their turn will con-
firm, invalidate, or modify what has hitherto been received. Even
when an innovator rejects his predecessor's work, he at least
thinks it necessary to examine it, and give reasons for his dissent.
It is in this way that all the earlier sciences have grown. It is
this method that has been pursued even by the early sociologists.
Vico founding himself on the Baconian method, rejected many
of the doctrines of Hobbes, but only after a careful and reasoned
exathination. Comte accepted much of the work of the eighteenth
century, and only modified the results obtained as a consequence
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of a discriminating study of Montesquieu and Condorcet. But
now we find students who have never read Comte or Spencer,
who perhaps have never even heard of Le Play, starting out to
found sociology as if it were virgin land, still untilled
or {>erhaps only just discovered. The results are sometimes
ludicrous as when a learned American professor unwittingly
repeats Vico, Chiaigo having actually progressed as far as Naples
had done—two hundred years before. Sociology must come into
line with the other sciences.

In this country, the last three dangers are particularly strong.
We have not a large body of professional investigators, like the
university professors of some foreign lands, and we are therefore
spared the importance attached to minor points or trivial dis-
coveries, or the wordy controversies about nothing of moment;
but on the other hand we suffer from the occupation of the field
to a large extent by men, sometimes without training in science
and often devotees of particular social reforms. Without them
it is difficult to keep a vSociological Society in existence, with
them it is difficult to keep it sociological. It tends to become as
in the description of a previous society of somewhat similar aims,
occupied only with the three D's, " Drink, Drains and Divorce."
This is not to deny the place of practical applications, always pro-
vided the discoveries and appliaitions are separately pursued, and
the applications are applications of real scientific knowledge, such
for instance as the applications by the Civics Committee of the
work of Comte and Le Play. Here in England, the whole
atmosphere has been rendered unfavourable to disinterested
science both by the habits engendered in the industrial revolution,
and even earlier by the accommodation and compromises of consti-
tutional and parliamentary government. Yet in spite of all this,
England in the past has made immense contributions to science.
Happily, the war with Germany has given a new orientation to
our studies and our scientific ideals. We no longer worship the
spirit of detail, characteristic of Germany. Perhaps we shall now
turn to the larger views and mpre organic conceptions of France.
There has been another danger—not perhaps general, like these
I enumerate, but very obvious here, in the U.S.A., and above all
in Germany, of giving up all thought of generalisation and of
allowing science, and especially social science, to become a mere
matter of the collection and docketing of facts. This was called
avoiding " premature generalisation," though the propriety of a
generalisation depends on its conformity with the known facts—
few or many—it being liable to modification or rejection as new
evidence comes to light. To collect facts without generalising
when possible, is to run the risk of being smothered by one's own
accumulations. It is of happy augury that the Grermans, the great
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exemplars of this plan, have lost that influence over the human
intellect, which was perhaps as harmful as their power in more
material spheres.
^ The problems of sociology are difficult and beset with dangers
—but man has surmounted other difficulties and braved other
dangers. Let us go forward, warily it may be, but still with good
heart ainl hope, carrying on the work of our predecessors and pre-
paring the way for those who shall come after us.

S. H. SWINNY.




